
Have you ever encountered a situation where you have to collaborate 

with an individual whom you find challenging to work or interact with? 

It might be a customer or a coworker whose behavior is hurting the 

team’s performance and hampering the organization’s goals. The answer 

is most likely a “yes.” Workplaces can be tense at times as we try to 

meet deadlines and deliver results; therefore, sometimes we may let a 

challenging person or situation get to us and affect how we work.  It is important to minimize this negative im-

pact so that we can perform at our best and finish our job at the end of the day. Read on to find out some effec-

tive ways to deal with challenging people at work.  

 

TIPS ON DEALING WITH CHALLENGING PEOPLE IN THE WORKPLACE  

 

 Keep calm. The challenging behaviors may come in many different forms. One may talk constantly and 

never listen. Some colleagues may fail to keep commitments and deadlines. Others may be negative and 

complain all the time. No matter what kind of taxing behaviors you encounter, remember to keep calm and 

remind yourself that we are all human. Instead of reacting to the challenging behaviors, try to maintain 

your composures and keep calm. Someone who is calm tends to be seen as more in control and centered, 

and usually is more respected by others in these kinds of situations. If you ever feel like you are about to 

lose control, you can always excuse yourself and walk away from the person and the situation at the mo-

ment, but be sure to come back and address the situation after calming down. When dealing with challeng-

ing people at work, it is also helpful to examine yourself and reflect on your own behaviors to make sure 

that you are not overreacting or being overly sensitive.  

 Understand the person’s intentions. Most of the time, people act out or exhibit difficult-to-deal-with be-

haviors for a reason, usually when they feel threatened, pressured or vulnerable. Therefore, when dealing 

with a challenging individual, try to identify and understand his/her intentions and what might have trig-

gered him/her to act this way. It is also important to recognize that there are different approaches and 

working styles, and we have to be respectful and open-minded when dealing with such differences.  

Resource Information for Classified Employees 

Strictly ClassifiedStrictly ClassifiedStrictly Classified   

An Informational Bulletin Published by the Personnel Commission 

March 2016 

MEMBERS OF THE PERSONNEL COMMISSION 
 

David Iwata, Chair      Henry Jones, Vice Chair      Ann Young-Havens      Karen Martin, Personnel Director      (213) 891-2333 

How to Deal with  

Challenging People at Work 



 Seek objective perspectives. Sometimes, the negative emotions that come with these challenging inter-

actions can cloud our sound judgment.  It often becomes hard to objectively assess your options. There-

fore, at times, it is beneficial to talk to a trusted colleague or mentor to seek unbiased perspectives and 

brainstorm ways to address the situation.  

 Communicate with respect. When dealing with a difficult person at work, you cannot avoid the prob-

lem by running away. You want to approach the person for a private discussion directly, firmly and re-

spectfully. Shift your voice from being reactive to proactive from the initial problematic interaction. 

When you communicate to the person with whom you had a challenging interaction, focus your energy 

on the facts and problem-solving instead of what had already happened. Also, it is important to manage 

the expectations when you interact again and talk about how you can work together more effectively in 

the future.  

 Involve your supervisor if necessary. When dealing with a challenging individual at work, if you have 

tried the recommended approaches listed above with little or no success, and it is still negatively impact-

ing how you work and/or your performance, you should consider involving your supervisor. Emphasize 

on how the unpleasant behaviors and interactions are affecting your productivity, your work, and the de-

partment’s performance instead of pointing fingers or focusing on interpersonal issues when talking to 

your supervisor.  It will help to make your claims more objective and less personal.  

 

 

We’d like to hear from you! Please visit the following survey link to provide us with valuable feedback on 

our bulletins: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/MVKLND2.   

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/MVKLND2

